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HEALTH|  CHOICES
Pistachios on My Plate
In Iran, pistachios are known as the “smiling nut.” Since there are only three calories per kernel, pistachios are now being called the “skinny nut.” Originally from Western Asia, pistachio trees are now found throughout the Medi-terranean region. Today, California also produces about 300 million pounds of pistachios annually. The nuts are 
eaten whole, either fresh or roasted, and are used in ice cream and confectionery such as baklava. 
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Pistachios were a treasured deli-
cacy among royalty. They were 
among the delicacies Jacob sent 
to the prime minister in Egypt. 
According to legend, pistachios 
were featured in the famous Hanging Gar-
dens of Babylon, built by Nebuchadnezzar. Due to the pis-
tachio’s high nutritional value and long storage life, they 
became an important travel item among early explorers and 
traders. 
The regular use of pistachios can lower your risk of car-
diovascular disease. The substitution of pistachio nuts for 20 
percent of the daily caloric intake of healthy volunteers re-
sulted in decreased blood cholesterol and triglyceride levels 
and increased HDL levels. In another four-week study, the 
substitution of pistachios for 20 percent of the daily fat calo-
ries in a Mediterranean diet decreased blood glucose nine 
percent, LDL cholesterol 23 percent, total cholesterol 21 
percent and triglycerides 14 percent. The pistachio diet also 
improved endothelial function, oxidative status and some in-
dices of inflammation. 
Pistachios are a good source of protein, fiber and a number 
of vitamins and minerals. Pistachios are an excellent source 
of copper, manganese, vitamin B6 and thiamine, and a good 
source of other B vitamins and phosphorus. Pistachios are 
high in lutein, a carotenoid and antioxidant that gives pista-
chios a light green color and helps support eye health. Pista-
chios contain substances that elicit cardio-protective effects, 
including phytosterols, tocopherols 
and squalene. 
Pistachio nuts are a very rich 
source of flavonoids, especially in 
the mauve-colored skin. These anti-
oxidant compounds are known to protect us 
against cardiovascular disease, cancer and inflammatory dis-
eases. Pistachios are a good source of fiber, providing three 
grams per serving or about 12 percent of the Daily Value. 
While pistachios provide 14 grams of fat per ounce, the ma-
jority of the fat is healthy monounsaturated fat. And it takes 
as many as 30 kernels to provide 100 calories. In nut feeding 
trials, in which individuals substituted nuts for 20 percent of 
their total caloric intake, researchers found that their con-
sumption did not cause an increase in body weight.
Behavioral eating expert James Painter of Eastern Illinois 
University developed “The Pistachio Principle.” He found 
that having to de-shell pistachios before eating them helped 
individuals eat slower and thereby consume fewer calories 
and feel full faster while eating less. Compared to shelled 
nuts, those who enjoyed in-shell pistachios ate 50 percent 
fewer calories and reported feeling equally satisfied. In an-
other study James found that when empty shells were left 
on the table, serving as an important visual cue, individuals 
ate 35 percent fewer calories than when the shells were im-
mediately discarded. 
Winston Craig, Ph.D., RD, is a professor of nutrition at Andrews University. 
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